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Shooting Down the Highway
william lucas and route 66 in new mexico
Jason Stuart

T

hree ribbons of highway recede into the West under an unforgiving sun
from which there is no shelter—no shade, no clouds, only a bright strip
of sky above the macadam and the barren landscape. The first two ribbons,
hidden from view in the foreground, are the east- and westbound lanes of
Interstate 40. The highway is dotted with traffic; the roof of a truck peers
over the railing, which separates the modern highway from its precursor
dominating the frame (see ill. 1). This is Route 66, a road extant a few miles
west of Albuquerque but generally empty and unused. It is a ghost highway
running through the myth-memory of a society that needed to move more
quickly than the old two-lane road would allow.1

ill. 1. nine mile hill (west of
Albuquerque toward rio puerco,
new mexico), may 1975
(Photograph by William J. Lucas, courtesy
PICT 986-012-0046, William J. Lucas
Route 66 Photograph Collection, Center
for Southwest Research, University
Libraries, University of New Mexico,
Albuquerque)
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For photographer William Lucas, the highway was a thread that ran
through his life, connecting the Oklahoma of his youth to the New Mexico
of his art. Route 66 in New Mexico was the subject of his best-known photographs; it was also, or at least highways in general were, the source of his
livelihood as a professional mover. Lucas left very few statements about his
photography. The pictures must speak for him—probably as he had intended.
The highway deeply entwined multiple dimensions of his life and its heavy
presence in his oeuvre was therefore no accident. The Mother Road, as
Americans came to label Route 66, was a metaphor for life, the long westward
journey toward inevitable sunset. It was a symbol of the western landscape,
and of nostalgia and loss. For Lucas, Route 66 was also a physical embodiment
of photography, not only as a subject but as a way to get there. “The great
thing about photography,” according to well-known and widely published
photographer Miguel Gandert, “is that you’ve got to be there.” That meant
getting out on the road.2
Lucas was born in Red Oak, Oklahoma, on 13 June 1926. During World
War II, he served in the cavalry of the U.S. Army. One may assume his rural
background as a westerner gave him plenty of experience with horses. His duties
revolved around training others to load pack mules at Fort Riley, Kansas. The
army used mules quite extensively during the war, particularly in Italy and the
China-Burma-India theater. Much like the large-format cameras that he would
use and the disappearing highway on which his lens so often gazed, this wartime
experience suggests a recurring theme in Lucas’s life: a connection to things
that seemed to have outlived their usefulness in a society that was constantly
embracing rapid technological change. This analysis in no way suggests that
Lucas was a Luddite or even that he consciously embraced outmoded technologies. Perhaps this choice was a natural and common experience for those
Americans whose lives spanned the middle decades of the twentieth century.
In any case, it is a pattern worth noting for what it might tell us about either
Lucas himself, or the society in which he lived (see ill. 2).3
After the war, while at Oklahoma A&M College in Stillwater, which became Oklahoma State University after 1957, Lucas met his future wife, Joye.
He was recalled to the army during the Korean War and served for a time at
Fort Sill, Oklahoma. By 1952, Lucas was again a civilian. He and Joye, now
married, were living in Oklahoma City, where Lucas worked for General
Electric. He disliked the job, so when a friend in Santa Fe suggested the
couple take up residence there, they went with little hesitation. Lucas found
employment at Mayflower in Santa Fe; he would remain with the moving
company until his retirement in 1987. Not long after settling in New Mexico,
he became an artist.4

winter 2014

stuart N 3

The history of art in twentieth-century New
Mexico is rich and varied. Nineteenth-century
artists had shown a keen interest in documenting
the Pueblo Indians, and photography emerged as a
prime tool to preserve what they viewed as a disappearing and picturesque piece of America. Charles
Lummis and A. C. Vroman were among the more
well-known photographer-ethnologists who went to
great lengths to capture Pueblo subjects on film.
By the 1890s, Taos was already becoming a destination for painters. Georgia O’Keeffe, probably the
state’s best-known artist, came out of this scene in
the 1930s, but she was hardly the only respected
ill. 2. william j. lucas, c.
painter associated with the community. Robert
1986
Henri, John Sloan, W. Herbert Dunton, Marsden (Photograph courtesy Joye Lucas)
Hartley, Ernest Blumenschein, Bert Greer Phillips,
and many others also helped make Taos a vibrant art community during the
early decades of the twentieth century. Santa Fe became closely linked to the
Taos artists’ colony and soon hosted its own vibrant artistic community. Even
well-known artists, such as Edward Hopper, from other parts of the country
found New Mexico rife with stimulating subjects and spent extended periods
working there. 5
Photography also remained an intimate part of New Mexico’s artistic output,
and helped shape the state’s (and particularly Santa Fe’s) image for much of
the nation. Edward Weston, already an established photographer when he
first came to New Mexico, made images around the state for several years.
Like Weston, Ansel Adams and Paul Strand were caught up within the Taos
circle that orbited around Mabel Dodge Luhan and made significant artistic
breakthroughs while in the area. For Adams, the sojourn resulted both in his
first book, Taos Pueblo (1930), a joint work with the noted Southwestern author
Mary Austin, and a final decision to make photography his career. Adams
credited Strand, whom he met in Taos, with refocusing him on the landscape
photography that would become his trademark. While in New Mexico, Strand
grew significantly as a landscape photographer, and he developed techniques
there that would shape his output for the rest of his life.6
New Mexican artists continued to produce a significant, though less widely
known, body of work even after the heyday of the Taos-Santa Fe nexus in the
1920s and 1930s, but Van Deren Coke helped bring New Mexican art back
to national prominence among museums and collectors in the 1960s. In
1963, Coke, a photographer who taught at the University of New Mexico in
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the 1960s and 1970s, published Taos and Santa Fe: The Artist’s Environment
and curated an important exhibition of regional artists at the Amon Carter
Museum in Fort Worth, Texas. Against this backdrop, Lucas began to hone
his photographic eye.7
“There was a strange pull of New Mexico for many artists, and he felt that
very strongly,” Joye Lucas said of her late husband. That Lucas developed
his passion for photography after moving to the state that had captivated the
minds of so many artists before him is likely no coincidence. While in Santa
Fe, Lucas and Joye became very good friends with writer Tony Hillerman
and his wife, Marie. They often played bridge, which they considered cheap
entertainment; Lucas and Hillerman also spent a good deal of time hunting deer together in the local mountains. Whatever discussions Lucas and
Hillerman might have had about artistic ideals or aesthetics, whatever ways
they may have influenced each other’s nascent artistic tendencies, have gone
unrecorded. The affinity each exhibited for the New Mexican landscape in
their respective bodies of work, however, seems likely to have grown out of
some shared experience on the land itself. In 1960 the Lucas family moved to
Albuquerque. The moving business accompanied them; Lucas had become
part-owner of the local Mayflower franchise while in Santa Fe.8 By 1962 he
was engaged seriously in photography, although Mayflower continued to pay
the bills. His pictures in these early years were primarily in color, and Route
66, still thriving as the major east-west highway across the state, was not yet
the target of his lens.9
When he first started making photographs on a regular basis, Lucas used
the family bathroom as a darkroom. With four children and Joye in the house,
this practice proved to be an inefficient arrangement at best. It took an hour
or so to get trays and chemicals set up, and another hour to get everything out
of the room once developing was complete. “I insisted,” Joye said, “that he
build a darkroom.” Lucas meticulously processed film and made prints; he
knew exactly what he was trying to achieve in each image. When the results
failed to meet his standards, the fruit of hours of labor behind the camera
and in the darkroom would be unceremoniously thrown out, sometimes
stacks at a time. This patience and insistence on achieving his vision would
be hallmarks of his photographic technique in years to come.10
In 1970 Lucas read an article about Adams that profoundly changed his
approach to the camera. Adams had succinctly described the same magnetic
pull of the New Mexican landscape felt by so many other artists, including
Lucas, when he wrote of the state, “It is all very beautiful and magical here—a
quality which cannot be described. You have to live it and breathe it, let the
sun bake into you.”11 Upon reading this article, Lucas quickly abandoned
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color film and embraced black and white photography and Adams’s Zone
System. Adams had developed the Zone System in the early 1940s. Dividing
the brightness of objects into a series of eleven zones (though this number
varies slightly from manual to manual), with zone O being total black and
zone X pure white, the Zone System provides photographers with a concrete
technique to train their photographic eye and mind in the highly intuitive
process of “previsualization.” Adams’s “Moonrise, Hernandez, New Mexico”
(1941) is still studied by photography students as a primer on the Zone System.12 Although some photographers and critics have dismissed it as overly
mechanical and thus detrimental to creativity, Adams described the Zone
System as essentially “enabling . . . [and] it should liberate, rather than restrict, the creative photographer.” Critic and historian Beaumont Newhall
declared that Adams’s technique gave photographers a level of control that
“is comparable to that which a musician has over his instrument. Guesswork
is eliminated, and the photographer can concentrate upon aesthetic problems, secure in the knowledge that his results will not only be of technical
excellence, but will embody his subjective interpretation of the scene.” The
system’s proponents have far outweighed its critics. After its introduction by
Adams, the Zone System soon became widely embraced among professional
and amateur photographers alike, including well-known artists such as Minor
White and Paul Caponigro, the latter of whom worked extensively in New
Mexico for twenty years.13
Not long after his introduction to Adams’s technique, Lucas traveled to
Yosemite National Park, where he took a seminar on the Zone System taught
by one of Adams’s assistants. Adams himself visited on one occasion to offer
brief critiques of some of the students’ pictures. Lucas learned a particularly
valuable lesson during this trip. He was often frustrated by the appearance
of minor artifacts in the sky in otherwise technically sound pictures, but as
he found out, sometimes these intrusions just happened, regardless of the
photographer’s attention to detail. “It was a big relief to him to learn that,”
remembered Joye, “He worked so hard to make them perfect.”14
With the development of the Zone System, Adams addressed one of the
key difficulties in teaching or learning photography, one that had been identified as early as 1856 when a French photographer known as Nadar (his real
name was Gaspard Félix Tournachon) wrote, “Photography is a marvelous
discovery, a science that has attracted the greatest intellects, an art that excites
the most astute minds—and one that can be practiced by any imbecile. . . .
Photographic theory can be taught in an hour, the basic technique in a day.
But what cannot be taught is the feeling for light.”15 With the Zone System,
and its emphasis on previsualization, this “feeling for light” now could be
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taught. Previsualization, according to White, is “the key to the creative and
expressive use of the medium.” White defines previsualization as “the learnable power to look at a scene, person, place, or situation and ‘see’ at the same
time on the back of the eyelids, or ‘sense’ deep in the mind or body, the various ways photography can render the subject. Then out of all the potential
renderings select one to photograph. Such selection makes up a large share
of the photographer’s creativity.” Lucas deeply engaged in this process and
soon excelled (see ill. 3).16
Gandert, who spent a good deal of time shooting in the field with Lucas,
described Lucas’s photographic method as “a meditation process.” Lucas
used a four-inch by five-inch camera on a small tripod. View cameras such as
this show an upside-down image to the photographer. With his custom-made
dark velvet cloth, Lucas would disappear into the world of the photograph,
sometimes for several minutes at a time. This long and involved procedure,
according to Gandert, often went on for hours, during which Lucas seemed
just to stand around, at least when he was not under the cloth. Lucas was not
only previsualizing; he hoped to capture a certain “uniqueness of the moment,”
which meant waiting for the exact instant when the light allowed his vision to
be realized. His daughter, Lane, related her conversations with Lucas on his
technique. Lucas described it to her as an almost mystical experience, during
which he would completely lose himself in the process. In some ways, he
felt the landscape was speaking to him, and he had to take the time to fully
understand exactly what his photograph should be communicating.17
Many photographers have described
this moment. Weston referred to it as
“the flame of recognition” or the “moment of revelation.” To Henri CartierBresson, it was “The Decisive Moment.”
Alfred Stieglitz, speaking specifically of
work with the type of camera Lucas used,
stated that success was dependent upon
the photographer’s patience. One had

ill. 3. yosemite national park, 1975
This picture is represent ative
of Lucas’s early work with the
Zone System, a few years after
having embraced black and white
photography.
(Photograph courtesy Joye Lucas)
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to wait for “the moment in which everything is in balance.”18 Perhaps most
relevant, Strand, referring to his own experiences in the Land of Enchantment, wrote:
Here a New Problem for me presented itself: that of trying to unify
the complexity of broad landscape as opposed to the close-up of
approachable and relatively small things. There are not only many
photographs but also many paintings in which the sky and land have
no relation to each other, and the picture goes to pieces. For the
photographer, the solution of this problem lies in the quick seizure of
those moments when formal relationships do exist between the moving
shapes of sky and the sea or land.19
Lucas, whom Gandert described as “very deliberate” while shooting,
understood this approach intimately. While Gandert shot multiple rolls of
film with his handheld 35mm camera, Lucas often brought only six or seven
film holders for a day’s outing, and regularly failed to use even that many.
With every photograph, he was after a specific aesthetic that could only be
achieved through time, planning, and patience. His pictures, Gandert said,
“were always meditations on place.”20
Weston, himself a major influence on Adams, would certainly have lauded
Lucas’s approach. As he stated, “The real test of not only technical proficiency,
but intelligent conception, is not in the use of some indifferent negative as a
basis to work from, but in the ability to see one’s finished print on the ground
glass in all its desired qualities and values before exposure.” Gandert suggested
that Lucas applied exactly that method underneath his velvet shroud while
he stood on the side of the highway in the hot New Mexican sun. Like his
work with mules during World War II, Lucas’s photography was in some ways
an anachronism. His large-format camera, and the patience with which he
manipulated it, set his technology and his technique apart from the more
modern, high-tech camera and rapid pace that Gandert favored. Lucas was
certainly not the only photographer to work in such a manner in the 1970s
and 1980s. The four-inch by five-inch camera was still quite mobile, especially
compared to even larger formats, and its negatives captured greater detail
than 35mm film. But unlike 35mm cameras, four-inch by five-inch cameras
were not hand-held, were much more expensive to operate, and removed the
ability to quickly shoot dozens of pictures. Lucas’s meditative and deliberate
process stood in sharp contrast to the high speeds at which many photographers worked by the 1970s and the rapidly-paced technologies that enabled
their instant gratification.21
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While his embrace of the Zone System and his patience in waiting for the
“Decisive Moment” located Lucas firmly in the tradition of many of the great
black-and-white photographers of the first half of the twentieth century, he
also became deeply connected to a vibrant photographic community based
in Albuquerque. In 1962 Coke served as the chair of the Art Department at
the University of New Mexico (UNM); he was also the first director of the
University Art Museum. Coke soon developed an innovative program of
photographic education at UNM, stressing the medium’s legitimacy as an art
form at a time when most universities dismissed it as frivolous or disposable
culture. UNM soon offered one of the nation’s first MFA degrees in photography. The program graduated its inaugural class in 1968 and has remained
well-regarded ever since (it ranks fifth in the field in the U.S. News and World
Report rankings of 2012). Coke’s reputation and that of the program allowed
the department to attract many highly respected photographers and scholars
to Albuquerque, including Wayne Lazorik, Beaumont Newhall, Thomas Barrow, and Betty Hahn. In the mid-1970s, Lucas took some classes with Lazorik;
soon afterward, the department hired Lucas as an adjunct instructor.22
“He should have always been a teacher; he should never have worked as
a mover,” said Joye. Gandert echoed the same sentiment: “He loved teaching.” During his trips with Gandert, Lucas would often discuss his time
in the classroom, his students, and the enjoyment he found in teaching.
Lucas’s meticulousness served him well in this area. He had a tremendous
knowledge of different films, papers, developing techniques, and the other
fundamentals of photography, and took great delight in passing on such knowledge. To Lucas, these were the basics, the necessary set of skills to become
a photographer. For many of the other faculty, this nuts-and-bolts approach
was not as appealing as more abstract theories, more advanced techniques,
and more avant-garde stylings. According to Gandert, Lucas taught the basic
introductory courses no one else wanted to teach, including courses on the
Zone System. “The care of the technical skills,” as Gandert described it, was
difficult knowledge to impart, but Lucas excelled at it. His students greatly
appreciated him as a result. As Joye related, they often asked, “Where have
you been? We should have had these classes as freshmen.” Lucas hoped his
students might pursue their photographic education outside the classroom as
well. “He would try to get students to learn to drive [moving] trucks so they
could get out on the road,” Gandert remembered. As Joye recalls, none ever
took him up on the offer.23
While Lucas’s engagement with teaching was central to his experience at
the university, it was not his only role within the photographic community.
His place there was equally that of an artist. He had “his own niche,” Gandert
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said, and was “doing his own thing, but [was] very much a part of” the wider
world of UNM photography. He only rarely exhibited, preferring instead to
trade prints with other photographers. Gandert suggested this choice was due
to Lucas’s lack of ego, which perhaps kept him and his work from becoming
more widely known. Still, Gandert said, though he was “under-appreciated,”
Lucas was nevertheless “highly respected.”24
A recent work on New Mexican photography by Thomas Barrow, a fellow
UNM professor who worked alongside Lucas, helps establish an important
perspective on Lucas’s place within the photographic community of the
state. In an introductory essay, Barrow references many of the classic landscape photographers who worked in New Mexico during the first half of
the twentieth century, including Adams, Weston, and Strand. The austere
black-and-white images of these artists are quite similar in tone and style
to Lucas’s work. Presented as a brief primer on New Mexico’s important
role in American photographic history, Barrow’s introduction positions
the work of these photographers as a jumping-off point for the artists showcased in the book’s main body. With a few notable exceptions, including
Edward Ranney, Joan Myers, and Caponigro, many of the photographers
utilize heavily-manipulated images, photo-collages, and other more selfconsciously “artistic” techniques. These pictures stand in stark contrast
to the work of the earlier photographers discussed in the introduction. By
eschewing the tendencies of many of his contemporaries and embracing
the aesthetic of Weston and Adams, Lucas seems to have positioned himself as a classicist—and in doing so, removed himself stylistically from the
mainstream photographic community active during Lucas’s time at the
university in the 1970s and 1980s.25
Lucas may also have exhibited sparingly for a far more pragmatic reason,
according to his daughter Lane—a lack of time. Supporting his family was
the most important thing to Lucas, and thus his jobs as mover and teacher
received the bulk of his attention. After he retired from Mayflower in 1987, he
planned to devote more time to photography, including possible exhibitions.
Unfortunately, Lucas suffered a stroke in 1989, which rendered him unable
to continue either teaching or photography. Gandert remembered Lucas’s
illness as “pretty devastating to the whole community.” Lucas’s condition also
left several projects unrealized, including collaboration with Gandert on the
town of Truth or Consequences and another with UNM scholar William
Tideman on a Route 66 book. We cannot know what Lucas’s photographic
legacy might have included had he had more time; as it is, his Route 66
photographs are his best-known work.26
***
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Lucas never set out specifically to be a Route 66 photographer. But he was
keenly interested in nostalgia, and as he, like many others in the 1970s, began
to realize that many of the highway’s unique artifacts were rapidly disappearing, he became increasingly interested in the history and memory of the road.
As a mover who spent long hours travelling New Mexico’s highways and an
artist whose exploration of photography coincided with the country’s gradual
recognition of Route 66’s slow disappearance, Lucas inevitably aimed his lens
at New Mexico’s stretch of the Mother Road. The 1970s also ushered in a
broad national march of cultural homogenization that would only accelerate
in the decades that followed. In community after community, often-colorful
local businesses gave way to national chains and box stores, and America’s
cities and towns came to look more and more alike. For Lucas, Gandert said,
“being on the road was getting out of Albuquerque” and away from “massproduced culture.” Many of his Route 66 pictures capture the remnants of
hand-made graphics that once dotted the southwestern landscape and helped
differentiate the road’s unique culture from that of the interstate highways
that replaced it. Although people are rarely included in Lucas’s pictures
directly, their presence is nonetheless reflected in the signs they painted, the
businesses they ran, and the highway they traveled. Gandert suggested that
the general lack of people in Lucas’s Route 66 work (only five of the fifty-one
photographs held by the Center for Southwest Research include human
figures) was about his fascination with the road and the landscape itself. The
highway and its artifacts were “the marks people put on the landscape.”27
Lucas’s pictures are commonly dark in tone, full of decay and loss. They
seem to lament the erasure of a cultural landscape, but also acknowledge
the shabby nature of much of that landscape. As Gandert succinctly stated,
the marks people left were often “not very great.” Lane also discussed Lucas’s
motivations behind his choice of subject matter, and why his pictures often
seemed to carry certain sadness. She occasionally accompanied him on long
drives around the state, where the bleak landscapes intrigued him. “He felt
deeply about places people would just ignore, and he felt deeply about the
loneliness of people travelling,” she recalled. Perhaps his pictures sought to
bring the lonely people and the desolate landscapes together in some way.28
Many of the published works on Route 66, unlike the bulk of Lucas’s
highway pictures, focus on people and the businesses they opened along the
highway. Michael Wallis’s popular Route 66: The Mother Road (1990), for
example, provides dozens of personal stories from various individuals who
journeyed down or lived along the highway. Route 66: The Romance of the
West (2002) by Thomas Repp is entirely structured around the histories of
particular entrepreneurs and their businesses. Other books, such as Peter
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Dedek’s Hip to the Trip (2007), take a more cultural approach, examining the
highway’s place in American folklore. Arthur Krim’s work locates Route 66
within wider processes of America’s westward expansion while, like Dedek,
examining its transformation into a cultural icon. In Along Route 66 (2000),
photographer Quinta Scott spotlights the road’s unique regional architectures, though an earlier book co-authored with Susan Croce Kelly gives the
highway’s personalities a starring role, much like Wallis’s and Repp’s books.
These are just a few examples; there are literally hundreds of books about
Route 66. Most of these books have several traits in common: they lament
the loss of the highway’s colorful local artifacts (signs, buildings, businesses,
and people); they are often heavily illustrated with photographs; and, within
these photographs, there is a strong Native American presence. Finally, these
works generally attempt to offer some explanation of the meaning of Route
66. Lucas’s pictures largely share these characteristics, but they also stand
apart in some important ways.29
Visually, much of the popular literature on the highway celebrates the
culture of Route 66. Bright neon signs, vintage postcards, and the smiling
faces of travelers and locals both past and present predominate. Unique
buildings and businesses are often shown in photographs from their heyday,
or after restoration. Although pictures of abandoned or dilapidated businesses are certainly present, they tend to be outnumbered by more positive
images. Wallis and Scott depict the roadside culture’s run-down state more
than many other authors, yet Lucas’s photographs have a very different feel.
Wallis’s illustrations are often in color, which lends them a documentary
aspect and diminishes their emotional impact when compared with Lucas’s
haunting black and white images. Scott shoots in black and white, but by
focusing exclusively on roadside architecture, her pictures also take on a
documentary feel, and often ignore the relationship between the highway
and the landscape that surrounds it. Her photo of the Blue Swallow Motel in
Tucumcari in Along Route 66 evinces clever composition, particularly in its
use of diagonals. The photo is no mere snapshot; however, its depth is limited.
It imparts, “Here is what the Blue Swallow Motel looks like,” and little more.
Lucas’s image, on the other hand, invites the viewer to ask questions about
the scene while also suggesting a deep melancholy with its twilight setting
and the disheveled, ambling figure in the foreground (see ill. 4).30
Perhaps Steve Fitch’s Route 66 photographs in Diesels and Dinosaurs
(1976) are the closest in tone to Lucas’s work. Fitch’s black and white pictures
certainly showcase the local color that highway aficionados find so attractive.
Like Lucas, he also illustrates that many of the roadside artifacts were scruffy,
desperate attempts to lure tourist dollars to isolated rural outposts that had
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ill. 4. blue swallow motel (tucumcari, new mexico), april 1986
(Photograph by William J. Lucas, courtesy PICT 986-012-0004, William J. Lucas
Route 66 Photograph Collection, Center for Southwest Research, University
Libraries, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque)

almost no other valuable economic assets. In Fitch’s hands, they become
something of a circus sideshow. However, while Fitch allows the signs and
buildings to speak for themselves, Lucas juxtaposes the built environment
with the surrounding natural environment.31
It is in this connection between the highway and the landscape that, in addition to his more complicated and less celebratory take on Route 66 nostalgia,
Lucas differs most drastically from other observers. This aspect of his photography contains Lucas’s interpretation of the road’s meaning. Dedek provides
a nice summary of the varied meanings of Route 66 in American culture:
To some contemporary enthusiasts, the highway is a symbol and
remnant of the “good old days” of the 1950s, which they believe was
a moral and upstanding period of American history. For others, the
highway represents the beginnings of the freewheeling road culture
of individuals such as Jack Kerouac, who helped spawn the cultural
changes of the 1960s. Others see Route 66 primarily as the road of
migration and “flight” of the Okies and, later, of GIs returning from
the Second World War looking for a new life in California. To most
Americans, Route 66 represents the quintessential American highway
and the route through the Southwest where the Old West lives on.32
In Lucas’s pictures, the highway rarely, if ever, plays any of these roles.
Nor does the road become something that passes through the New Mexican
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landscape. Rather, it is an intimate, if ultimately fleeting, part of the landscape
itself. The human and the natural elements are in dialogue, each lending to
the other layers of meaning. Even when the built environment dominates
the frame, as in “Golden Dragon Café,” the qualities of the natural landscape
are still present (see ill. 5). The nearly monotone aspect of the photo’s palette
lends the same sense of stark austerity to the urban setting that the spare and
lonely desert exhibits in so many of Lucas’s other pictures. The potential
for human connections seem just as attenuated despite the restaurants and
motels that line the town’s main drag.
Compare, for example, “Golden Dragon Café” with the photograph of
a closed stretch of Route 66 (see ill. 6). The dominant theme in both cases
is loneliness, despite the differences in setting and in the status of the road.
Lucas highlights the loneliness of the traveler in the first picture, the loneliness of the abandoned road in the latter.

ill. 5. golden dragon
café (tucumcari, new
mexico), april 1986
(Photograph by William
J. Lucas, courtesy PICT
986-012-0003, William J.
Lucas Route 66 Photograph
Collection, Center for
Southwest Research,
University Libraries,
University of New Mexico,
Albuquerque)

ill. 6. route 66 (near san
jon, new mexico), april
1986
(Photograph by William J.
Lucas, courtesy PICT 986-0120002, William J. Lucas Route
66 Photograph Collection,
Center for Southwest Research,
University Libraries, University
of New Mexico, Albuquerque)
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Many of Lucas’s photographs, like much of the other work on Route 66
discussed above, are of roadside signage, including a wealth of Native imagery. Although Gandert suggests that Lucas’s inclusion of Indian signage
along the highway reflected his interest in the unique graphic quality of the
signs themselves, it is difficult to ignore certain political overtones in the
imagery. For example, two of his pictures from September 1976 seem to tell
an overt political story. The first, a sign for Chief Yellowhorse’s store on the
Arizona/New Mexico border, proclaims in bold hand-painted letters, “100%
Real Indian” (see ill. 7). The other, showing a more dilapidated sign, reads,
“Not Yellowhorse, but Goldhorsestein” (see ill. 8). The messages are several.
The obvious one is that the “100% Real Indian” trading post is nothing of the
sort—that unsuspecting motorists are being taken in by fraudulent claims of
authenticity. Another message is that Indians, even as their images are used
ill. 7. chief
yellowhorse’s
advertisement sign
(lupton, arizona),
september 1976
(Photograph by William J.
Lucas, courtesy PICT 986-0120044, William J. Lucas Route
66 Photograph Collection,
Center for Southwest
Research, University Libraries,
University of New Mexico,
Albuquerque)

ill. 8. advertisement
sign (lupton, arizona),
september 1976
(Photograph by William J.
Lucas, courtesy PICT 986-0120045, William J. Lucas Route
66 Photograph Collection,
Center for Southwest
Research, University Libraries,
University of New Mexico,
Albuquerque)
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to sell goods to white Americans, continue to be taken advantage of and
disenfranchised. This latter point is driven home by Lucas’s framing of the
“Goldhorsestein” sign; it is set against a classic western backdrop that might
just as easily have come from a John Ford film (many of which were shot
just to the north in Monument Valley). The landscape, familiar to anyone
conversant with classic Westerns, is one that screams “Indian country.” Yet the
dilapidated sign stands in mute protest against the fact that, though ostensibly
reservation lands, the strong arm of white culture dominates even here. The
decay of the sign also provides a counterpoint to the near-timeless mesa in
the distance. The sign, indeed any trace of human presence, will have long
since vanished before the sandstone undergoes any significant change. Thus
not only does the nation’s relentless homogenization threaten to erase the
iconography of the highway, but nature does as well.33
This second picture, in particular, also showcases Lucas’s artistry. Not
only does his framing allow the photograph to work on several levels, but the
composition is superb. The subtle diagonals of the text and the outline of the
sign are perfectly paralleled by the edge of the mesa and the clouds that float
above it. Meanwhile, the picture’s darkest hues are found on the sign itself,
echoing its dark message of dispossession. This artistry is no accident; such
careful composition is apparent throughout Lucas’s work and was something
he strove for in every shot. Lane remembers him as an absolute perfectionist:
“Everything you see in the pictures is a choice.”34
“Laguna Pueblo” is another picture that exemplifies his craftsmanship
(see ill. 9). The image is bifurcated both horizontally and vertically. A
slight gap in the structures of the pueblo falls almost dead center in the
image, although it is not clear whether the gap really exists or was created
with shadows by Lucas’s careful exposure. Emphasizing the left-right divide, the mesa on the right echoes the more distant mountain on the left.
The mesa dominates the smattering of houses beneath it, while the small
mountain in the distance is itself dwarfed by the bulk of the structures in
the foreground. From top to bottom, the puffy white clouds seem almost
like reflections of the white adobe houses beneath; only the stark line of
the horizon separates them. The suggested diagonals from the mesa to the
buildings on the left, and from the mountain to the buildings on the right,
again meet almost directly in the center of the image and knit the picture
together both horizontally and vertically, despite the strong horizontal
and vertical demarcations. Meanwhile, the emptiness of the weed-choked
foreground mirrors the black expanse of sky that hovers over the entire image.
Finally, the stark contrast between the black of the sky and the glistening
white of the clouds and houses speaks loudly of Lucas’s skill. To run nearly
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ill. 9. laguna pueblo, new mexico, april 1976
(Photograph by William J. Lucas, courtesy PICT 986-012-0051, William J. Lucas
Route 66 Photograph Collection, Center for Southwest Research, University
Libraries, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque)

the full gamut of the Zone System’s light system as this image does is no easy
task; the risk is great of either underexposing the white in trying to capture
the full power of the black with a short exposure, or overexposing the black
to gray in attempting to make the whites starkly bright.
Vernacular roadside advertising, a key feature of Route 66, appears often
in Lucas’s pictures of the highway. In his treatment, these ads often display
a touch of subtle humor. A truncated advertisement for a Winslow, Arizona,
clothing store says, “For Men” and shows a sassy cowgirl outlined in black
and white (see ill. 10). A billboard for an Indian trading post advertises “Bullwhips” (see ill. 11). A poorly drawn woman in a bikini, meanwhile, catches
the business end of a whip on the rump, highlighting both the sexism of a
passing era and the amateur quality of roadside advertising along the highway.
Lucas even makes the occasional visual in-joke: “Rio Puerco Trading Post”
features a crooked Kodak film sign that seems about ready to fall from the
building to which it is attached (see ill. 12).
This last picture, beyond its stab at photographic humor, encapsulates
much of what the Route 66 experience in the Southwest had become by the
mid-1970s, once the interstates had diverted traffic away from the small towns
and the curio shops: a run-down roadside business showcasing stereotypic
symbols of the American West (a teepee and snakes); a sense of isolation and
economic desperation; and, beyond the cracked parking lot, the broad sky
and empty space of the endless desert.
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left ill. 10. advertisement sign (near san fidel, new mexico), april
1975
(Photograph by William J. Lucas, courtesy PICT 986-012-0014, William J. Lucas
Route 66 Photograph Collection, Center for Southwest Research, University
Libraries, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque)
right ill. 11. advertisement sign (rio puerco, new mexico), april
1975
(Photograph by William J. Lucas, courtesy PICT 986-012-0017, William J. Lucas
Route 66 Photograph Collection, Center for Southwest Research, University
Libraries, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque)

ill. 12. rio puerco trading post (rio puerco, new mexico), june 1976
(Photograph by William J. Lucas, courtesy PICT 986-012-0016, William J. Lucas
Route 66 Photograph Collection, Center for Southwest Research, University
Libraries, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque)
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Perhaps Lucas’s most humorous picture is “Indian Jewelry Shoppers,”
taken in Old Town Albuquerque (see ill. 13). It is not difficult to imagine the
comment Lucas is aiming at the tourists; the image speaks for itself.
The dominant theme in Lucas’s work on Route 66 is one of loss, decay,
and desolation. Abandoned and rusting cars, dilapidated buildings and, most
trenchantly, the road itself, weed-choked and cracking, blocked by gates,
barbed wire, and “road closed” signs—these were the artifacts of a vanishing
cultural landscape that Lucas documented (ills. 14–17). Route 66 would live
on in the American imagination, and today historic preservation efforts along
the highway’s corridor are widespread. Lucas himself was closely involved

left ill. 13. indian jewelry shoppers
(albuquerque, new mexico), august
1980
(Photograph by William J. Lucas, courtesy
PICT 986-012-0011, William J. Lucas Route
66 Photograph Collection, Center for
Southwest Research, University Libraries,
University of New Mexico, Albuquerque)

right ill. 14. abandoned post
office, old route 66 (glenrio, new
mexico), april 1986
(Photograph by William J. Lucas, courtesy
PICT 986-012-0024, William J. Lucas
Route 66 Photograph Collection, Center for
Southwest Research, University Libraries,
University of New Mexico, Albuquerque)

left ill. 15. route 66
(glenrio, new mexico),
april 1986
(Photograph by William J.
Lucas, courtesy PICT 986-0120001, William J. Lucas Route
66 Photograph Collection,
Center for Southwest
Research, University Libraries,
University of New Mexico,
Albuquerque)
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ill. 16. abandoned cars (west of gallup, new mexico), may 1975
(Photograph by William J. Lucas, courtesy PICT 986-012-0023, William J. Lucas
Route 66 Photograph Collection, Center for Southwest Research, University
Libraries, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque)

ill. 17. gasoline station on route 66 (between newkirk and
tucumcari, new mexico), april 1986
(Photograph by William J. Lucas, courtesy PICT 986-012-0008, William J. Lucas
Route 66 Photograph Collection, Center for Southwest Research, University
Libraries, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque)

in the founding of the New Mexico Route 66 Association in the mid-1980s.35
But as his photographs so elegantly demonstrate, a great deal of Route 66’s
uniqueness was allowed simply to fade away. Some of this state of neglect
reflects the inevitable transience of the built environment. Some of it reflects the particular character of the desert Southwest’s harsh environment,
in which the marks of humankind can be particularly fleeting. And much
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of it reflects the embrace of speed and progress that the Interstate Highway
System brought to the nation. But there was a price.
Unlike the bustling society of postwar America, Lucas, at least in his
photography, was never concerned with getting to a destination as quickly
as possible. In the mythology that surrounds Route 66, reaching the end
was never the point; rather, the trip itself—the people, the objects, the culture—was the most important thing. Like a journey along 66, which in this
way was the perfect subject, Lucas moved slowly in his photography and
celebrated the odd, the lonely, and the obscure. His pictures, like Route 66
itself, connected him to the rural past of his Oklahoma youth, and freed him
from the increasingly homogenized culture that dominated his later years.
They also celebrated the beauty, as well as the ugliness, of his adopted state,
while simultaneously lamenting the passing of a golden era of travel across
the western United States. The highway surely spoke deeply to Lucas, as it
has done and continues to do for so many Americans. Beaumont Newhall
wrote, “Neither words nor the most detailed painting can evoke a moment
of vanished time as powerfully and as completely as a good photograph.”36
Pictures like “Nine Mile Hill” or “Route 66 Sign” capture The Mother
Road at The Decisive Moment, not only the light for which Lucas waited
so patiently, but the road itself (see ills. 1 and 18). Still physically present, its
role had been altered. It was no longer a highway. It was now, as surely as
Lucas’s camera, a time machine.

ill. 18. route 66 sign (east of tucumcari, new mexico), april 1986
(Photograph by William J. Lucas, courtesy PICT 986-012-0025, William J. Lucas
Route 66 Photograph Collection, Center for Southwest Research, University
Libraries, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque)
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